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interconnectedness of social, emotional, mental health well-
being and academic development as central to the learning 
process. Students’ positive social, emotional, and mental 
health well-being correlates with higher rates of academic 
engagement, a sense of belonging and connectedness in 
school, and academic motivation, as well as reduced conduct 
issues, drug use, and violence. Thus, an equitable education 
for all students addresses academic performance and 
achievement while attending to their social and emotional 
development.1

When school districts intentionally integrate addressing 
students’ social, emotional, and mental health needs with 

There is evidence that addressing the needs of the whole child has the potential to increase students’ social and 
emotional competencies across all grade levels, and that the intentional integration of whole-child supports 
into district activities has the potential to improve achievement and school climate and lessen the need for 
disciplinary action. 

all students, including newcomers. However, newcomer MLs have unique social, emotional, and mental health 
needs stemming from their status as immigrants who may be unfamiliar with the language and cultural context 

from family members during the immigration process. Some newcomers may experience civil rights violations 
because of bullying or discrimination due to their race, ethnicity, country of origin, or language. To ensure that 
newcomers not only adjust, but thrive academically, socially, and emotionally, school leaders and staff need to 
become aware of the unique social, emotional, and mental health needs of newcomers and acquire an array of 
strategies to support these students. 

As addressed in Chapter 1, newcomers are a heterogeneous population. They come from different countries, 
speak different languages, and represent different cultures. Newcomers vary racially and ethnically and have 

1 Supporting child and student social, emotional, behavioral, and mental 
health needs.  
behavioral-mental-health.pdf
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different backgrounds and education levels. Some newcomers immigrate to the United States with their 
families, and others arrive as unaccompanied minors. The reasons for their immigration also differ. Some 
newcomer families leave their native country seeking a better life and more opportunities for their children. 

and mental health needs also vary. However, there are core stressors faced by all newcomers to some extent. 
Figure 3.1 illustrates the core stressors and unique challenges newcomers may face. 

Figure 3.1. Core Stressors of Newcomers
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The population of newcomers who are Black MLs is 

this number includes native-born and immigrant ML 
students. The largest percentage of non-native Black MLs •

•

3

the intersectionality of their lived experiences. This lack of understanding could lead to Black MLs being 

school community, in that they have established dual language, Haitian Creole programs where Black MLs can 

When school administrators prioritize meetings students’ social, emotional, and mental health needs, students 
4

including newcomers.

In addition to prioritizing students’ social, emotional, and mental health needs and implementing policies and 
programs that support the whole child, school administrators can provide leadership in other areas that have 
the potential to address the unique needs of newcomers. These are summarized below.  

social, emotional, and physical trauma. Transforming schools to be more trauma-sensitive by implementing a 

English learners who are Black https://
ncela.ed.gov/resources/infographic-english-learners-who-are-black
3

for school success. Social Policy Report, 31
4 When districts support and integrate social and emotional learning (SEL): Findings from 
an ongoing evaluation of districtwide implementation of SEL. https://eric.
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who may be traumatized by other types of events in their lives.

sitiv

There is a shared understanding among all staff that a whole-school approach to trauma sensitivity is 
needed.

The school supports all children to feel safe physically, socially, emotionally, and academically.

The school addresses student needs in holistic ways, taking into account their relationships, self-
regulation, academic competence, and physical and emotional well-being.

The school explicitly connects students to the school community and provides multiple opportunities to 
practice newly developing skills.

The school embraces teamwork, and staff share responsibility for all students.

Leadership and staff anticipate and adapt to the ever-changing needs of students. 

assumptions about who they are based on their cultures, languages, 
and family backgrounds. Learning about newcomers as individuals will 
lay the foundation for teachers to establish trusting relationships with 
each of their students. Developing positive relationships with students, 
including newcomers, has the potential to support students’ social, 
emotional, and mental health well-being, cognitive engagement in 
school, resilience, and achievement. 

Newcomers, like all students, need to be recognized for the strengths 
they possess. Teachers 

should not only acknowledge the assets newcomers have, but 
also build upon these assets to support students living with 
trauma to meet their linguistic, academic, and personal goals. 

supporting the social, emotional, mental health needs, and 
academic growth of all students, especially MLs, can help 
students thrive. There are four asset-based practices teachers 
should use to support students facing adversity:

1. Build asset-based relationships with students: Teachers 
know who their students are and build relationships with 
them through personalized interactions. They support 

Educational 
Leadership, 78 https://www.ascd.org/el/articles/meeting-student-trauma-with-an-asset-based-approach
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students to identify their strengths so they can best leverage them in order to become productive members 
of the learning community.

Encourage student voice and choice: Teachers should create a classroom environment that provides various 
opportunities for students experiencing trauma to speak up, make decisions, take risks, and build their 

3. Connect the curriculum to students’ lives:
students feel seen and heard. Connecting the curriculum to students’ experiences communicates to 
students that their experiences are valid and should be celebrated.

4. Ensure that routines and practices are consistent and predictable: Implementing consistent routines can 

routines and rituals minimize students’ fears. 

The use of the asset-based strategies above is not unique to newcomers living with trauma. These trauma-
informed practices are applicable to newcomers and other students who have experienced trauma and/or are 
currently living in adverse circumstances. 

determined by a child’s genetic make-up and brain development and environmental factors determined by 
the strong relationships children have with the adults in their family or community. 
development of supportive, responsive relationships that help students master a set of capabilities crucial in 
helping them respond and adapt to adversity in healthy ways.7

One strategy school and district administrators can employ to build newcomers’ resilience is to provide 

to form supportive relationships with newcomers, a critical factor in building resilience. 

Newcomer Tool Kit. 

7 Supportive relationships and active skill-building strengthen the foundations 
of resilience: Working paper No. 13. Harvard University, Center on the Developing Child.
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A publication

creating individualized strategic plans for newcomers. One 
key to a successful plan and outcome is to begin the planning 
process as soon as possible, so newcomers have adequate time 
to earn needed credits for graduation. It is also important to 
include newcomers and their families during the planning 
process.

There are several challenges older newcomers face related 
to obtaining records of previously completed courses, credit 

education. An individualized strategic plan that is 
collaboratively created with a newcomer and his or her family 
that includes the student’s goals and a realistic timeline can help the newcomer navigate these challenges. This 
may include providing information on pursuing a high school equivalency diploma. High school equivalency 

families may wish to consider.

In addition to other stressors, newcomers are often victims of school bullying because they are perceived 

imbalance between the aggressor and the victim. Immigrant bullying is based on the victim’s immigrant status 

8

Bullies may be American-born students or other immigrant students who have lived longer in the United States. 

an obligation to resolve this harassment.

By working with students, families, and community groups, schools can create safe learning environments in 
which all students can participate in a robust exchange of ideas to stop the bullying of newcomers. The U.S. 

Value the diverse linguistic, cultural, racial, and ethnic backgrounds of all students.

8

the United States. Journal of Adolescent Health, 8
Stopbullying.gov: Federal laws. Stopbullying.gov. https://www.stopbullying.gov/

resources/laws/federal
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manner.

 Communicate a clear message to students that harassment and bullying will not be tolerated and that 
school is a safe place for all students.

 Create opportunities—for example, by engaging interfaith leaders or campus ministries and others 
in the school or community—for students to enhance their cultural competency by being exposed to 
various cultures and faiths, such as through co-curricular activities in which students work on service 
projects so they discover commonalities and appreciate differences.

 
that the school can address them before the situation escalates.

 Have a system in place to intervene if a student’s conduct could endanger others.

 
families, and school or college personnel—including those from diverse linguistic backgrounds.

There are several types of formal and informal, adult-led and peer-led programs and structures that can 
support newcomers to promote their social and emotional development and to help them to feel more 
comfortable, less anxious, and more connected to their new school.11

Newcomer Toolkit
led and peer-led programs and structures. 

Figure 3.2. Adult- and Student-Led, Formal and Informal Social and Emotional Supports for Newcomers

Type of 
Support Examples

Formal, 
Adult-Led

 Strategic collaborations with culturally relevant 
community-based organizations and faith-based 
institutions

 Sessions for “newcomers only” where they can 
learn about college planning, why and how to get 
involved in service-learning projects, or other 
topics related to college applications

 Formal extended-day programs that provide 

to learn in interactive, interest-driven environments
 Parent and family workshops in home languages 

 Offers a sense of stability, minimizes fear of 
acculturation, provides companionship to   
bolster the student’s sense of belonging and 
contribution to the school and community

 Helps students focus their efforts to achieve 
social, emotional, and academic success

 Offers consistent communication to help 
strengthen relations among families, students, 
schools, and the community

How to prevent bullying

11 Newcomer Toolkit. 
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Type of 
Support Examples

Informal, 
Adult-Led

Advisory programs or a daily advisory period in 
which the student checks in with a  homeroom 
teacher or another adult every day
Student check-in times with the school counselors 
to identify any changes and to help students 
develop a positive sense of themselves, their 
potential roles with others, and their unique 
contributions to the school

Offers regular support for the student
Provides a one-on-one opportunity to speak with 

Allows adults to work with teachers and 
support staff to connect students with relevant 
services and supports
Provides opportunities to strengthen problem-
solving skills, attitudes, and experiences in 
ways that help students become engaged 
learners and members of their new community

Formal, 
Peer-Led

Cross-age peer mentoring between students of 

paired with an elementary student

junior counselors, partnerships with community 

relationship
Helps students gain independence, understand 
and respect diverse people and experiences, 
and move toward functioning effectively

Informal, 
Peer-Led

Opportunities for newcomers to speak in informal 
social situations
Opportunities for students to have access to 
linguistic support and opportunities to interact 
with others from the same cultural background

Allows students to begin to assume leadership 
roles

achievement

Note: Adapted with permission from Newcomer Toolkit

immigrant population, while other community organizations can 
provide wraparound services for newcomer MLs and their families. 
This might include medical and dental care, mental health services, 

social emotional, and mental health needs of newcomers and their 
families. In addition, immigrant families might prefer connecting 
to their children’s school through a community or religious 
organization rather than school-based organizations, such as the 
PTA.

The most important partnership schools can forge to support the social, emotional, mental health needs, and 

of school-family partnerships and guidance for establishing positive, productive, and culturally responsive 
partnerships with newcomer families.

Understanding and supporting the educational 
needs of recently arrived immigrant English learner students: Lessons for state and local education agencies. Council of Chief State School 
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This professional development tool is designed to help district and school 
administrators become more familiar with the resources provided by 

purpose of this activity is for staff to analyze and apply the information on 
newcomers’ social, emotional, and mental health supports provided in this 

The featured resources for this activity can be found here: https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/topic-
research/engagement/relationships

 1 hour 

 A few days in advance, ask participants to read Chapter 3 of this toolkit. If time is limited, ask 

 Put participants into small groups and direct participants to go to https://safesupportivelearning.
ed.gov/topic-research/engagement/relationships.

 Ask participants to scan the featured resources on that website. Then ask each group to select one 
resource to read.

 After each group member reads the selected resource, ask the groups to discuss what they learned 
from that resource and how that information could be used to support the needs of newcomers at their 
schools. 

 Ask each group to summarize their selected resource for the whole group and share the key take-aways 
as they relate to working with newcomers and their families.

 Facilitate a full-group discussion focused on implications for the district or school’s approaches to 
developing social, emotional, and mental health supports for newcomers. 

 Ask a group member to capture the main ideas and use this input for improvement planning.
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 After welcoming the whole group and reviewing the instructions for the activity, create breakout 
groups of four participants each. In each breakout group, participants decide on the featured resource 
they would like to share with the group. Participants can use collaborative software to capture their 
thinking regarding the summary of the resource and how it can be used to support newcomer students 
and families.  

 To conclude the activity, the facilitator reconvenes the participants for a full-group discussion of what 
they decided about supports and what the implications are for their district or school.
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The resources below have been selected based on the following criteria: 

 

 

 

The evidence base for how we learn: Supporting students’ social, 
emotional, and academic development. 
Development. 

This brief presents the consensus statements of the Council of Distinguished Scientists. These consensus 
statements of evidence—drawing from brain science, medicine, economics, psychology, and education 
research—unite the country’s leading scholars of learning in calling for the full integration of social and 
emotional learning with academic instruction. 

Safe supportive learning. U.S. 
https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/

“improve schools’ conditions for learning through measurement and program implementation, so that 
all students have the opportunity to realize academic success in safe and supportive environments.” This 

https://
safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/edscls

Addressing the Impact of COVID-19 on 
Multilingual Learners and Their Social and Emotional Well-Being. 

consequences for their economic stability, educational opportunities and outcomes, and social, emotional, 
physical, and mental well-being. This infographic presents areas of impact for MLs that schools should 
address, and some ideas on how to best support MLs and their families during recovery efforts. 

https://www.

COVID-19 Hate Crimes 
Act


